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Terms for the Turning:
Some Remarks on the Prose-Verse Dichotomy

Lloyd Haft
Is it more than an etymological curiosity that the English
words “prose” and “verse，
” which we ordinarily think of as polar
opposites, both go back to a single Indo-European root meaning
“turn” or “wind”
？Do both perhaps really refer to the same thing，
that is, a particular way in which words are patterned, "turned,"
or “wound” upon the staffs or measures of ongoing declamatory
time?
Thoughts such as these are not just poetic rhapsodies
Qust to use yet another of the words derived from the same root
wer- !). The meanings of the terms, and their relative valence or
status in the eyes of writers and readers, have been so different
at different times that we may indeed need to reconsider them at
a very abstract level before we can truly appreciate their
aesthetic value in a concrete context.
Continuing for a moment to meditate on the history of
words (and, again for a moment, to limit ourselves to the English
history of English words), we may start by noticing the
widespread tendency to define prose in negative terms: prose,
whatever exactly it is, is what it is by virtue of what it is not.
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, prose is "the
ordinary form of written or spoken language, without metrical
structure” （
may we say the unmarked form?); it is “opposed to
poetry, verse, rime or metre.1' This definition, though it seemingly
would not necessarily need to do so, is often alm ost
automatically assimilated to a very different definition, namely,
that prose refers to "a dull, commonplace or wearisome
discourse or piece of writing." In other words, what is supposedly
unmarked in form is too often unreflectingly written off as thereby
lacklustre in content.
But now let us look at another definition. Again according
to the OED, in older ecclesiastical usage, ,1prose,>could mean
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a piece of rhythmical prose or rimed accentual verse, sung or
said between the epistle and gospel . . . also called a sequence
. . . written for the most part in rhymed Latin . . . the cadence of
its syllables was governed, not as in classical Poetry, by quantity,
but by accent—a peculiarity which deprived it of all claim to
consideration as Verse of any kind . . .

散文
古文

What we see here is that, although again the definition tends to
the negative in the sense that the “prose” is deprived of all claim
to consideration as something else, the actual genre here
exhibits tight formal organization including rhyme, cadence, and
accentual rhythm. In our own anti-formal (hence also nonecclesiastical) day, it is truly difficult to imagine that such a form
of writing would be classified as anything other than verse, and a
very traditionalist or classical form of verse at that.
Looking for a moment at the Chinese tradition in the light
of these negative Western definitions of prose, for the moment
we may note the term sanwen, whether in its modern definition
or in the value frequently applied to it by Qing-dynasty critics,
that is, guwen or Ancient-Style Prose as opposed to parallel
prose. It would probably be going too far to impute to the term
sanwen the meaning of ^scattered text," and it would certainly be
wrong to say that Ancient-Style Prose in its favored periods was
thought of as “dull, commonplace or wearisome” writing.
Nevertheless, the feature of definition by absence (in this case,
sanwen being wen that does not primarily work with lines of
regular length) is reminiscent of some of our English examples.
Having said all these things which suggest an inherent
tendency to define prose as a somehow defective or minimal
form of writing as compared with verse, we must now reinstate
the original ambiguity or relativity of the terms as implied in the
fact that they are etymological twins. In the English (or AngloAmerican) literary tradition, there has been at least one period,
and it was not too long ago, in which leading poets were at pains
to reverse the usual value hierarchy which consigned prose to a
position of "mereness." In the days when T. S. Eliot and Ezra
Pound were laying down the main lines of what was to be a new
stance on poetry, at times prose was presented as actually the
more demanding form. Eliot warned poets to be wary of (<the
comforting echo of rhyme,” saying that once rhyme is removed，
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so that “success or failure in the choice of words，in the
sentence structure，in the order is at once more apparent,” the
poet is “at once held up to the standards of prose” （
Eliot 1965:
188-89). Pound cautioned would-be poets not to "imagine that a
thing will ‘go’ in verse just because it’s too dull to go in prose.”1
William Carlos Williams, another leading poet of the first
half of the twentieth century, usefully stressed the relativity of the
distinction:
Prose and verse are both writing, both a matter of the words and
an interrelation between words for the purpose of exposition, or
other better defined purpose of the art . . . prose and verse are
to me the same thing.2

In other words, our approach to this tandem of terms can just as
well be conjunctive as disjunctive: rather than stressing the
differences between prose and verse, we can remember how
very much they have in common. Both are forms of creative
expression, and in that sense, they perhaps resemble each
other more than either resembles casual speech. Perhaps the
distinctions among various recognized forms of verse are at
least as great as any supposed overall distinction between verse
per se and prose. Williams, writing on the historical development
toward a poetry stripped of the traditional accoutrements of
explicit “music,” seems to imply as much:
Whereas formerly the music which accompanied the words
amplified, certified and released them, today the words we write,
failing a patent music, have become the music itself, and the
understanding of the individual . . . is now that which used to be
the words.3

In other words, fastidious attention to the formulation of a
passage (,lthe words we write"), by making the passage stand
out in its unalterability, can lend even to formally unstructured
1 From A Few Donats by an Imagiste (quoted in Jones 1972:
132).
2 From a letter to Parker Tyler (quoted in Steele 1990:104).
3 From a letter to Ezra Pound (quoted in Steele 1990: 214).
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writing the kind of heightened prominence in appreciation which
might otherwise have been attained through the use of musical
devices like meter and rhyme. Whether the words are read as
words only, or also as llwriting" having a kind of musicality lifting
it above the commonplace, is perhaps more than anything else a
matter of focus. How is the reader focusing? What level of
musicality is the reader attributing to the text, and on the basis of
what expectations?
Clive Scott, writing on the poetics of the notoriously prose
like French free verse, says
rhythm, in free verse, is not something read out of a text, as if it
already existed in the text, in the form in which reading should
retrieve it; on the contrary, rhythm is something to be read into
the text, by the reader, as an integral part of the cognitive and
hermeneutic processes of reading . . . In the placing and degree
of accent, the reader is able to make up his mind what kind of
speech act he is dealing with . . . (Scott 1993: 55-56, 61)

銮ij 半農

These remarks on the importance of focus, of bringing
attention to bear upon the specificity and fine-grainedness of a
text regardless whether the latter is officially designated prose or
verse, may be useful to keep in mind as we approach the
following contributions. Nick Kaldis, writing on Lu Xun, reminds
us that the prose poem can “represent … an artist’s search for
a form that w ill be appropriate to the demands of his
experience"—in other words, whether ostensibly in prose or in
verse, the experience is not enough; its grain has to be brought
out by the focusing activity of the reader assigning accents, both
aural and conceptual, to the words appearing on the page.
Michel Hockx, citing the seem ingly bizarre example of
Turgenev's prose poetry being translated into Chinese as fiction
(as part of a poetic revolution!), points out that the translator, Liu
Bannong，could “recognize a good piece of writing, even if he
did not understand its genre designation,” and that the
distinction between prose and poetry, at this particular moment
in Liu Bannong's development, had not yet been revised along
the lines that were shortly afterward to become typical of
prom inent modern Chinese poets. Maghiel van Crevel,
contrasting the “presence” of poetry with the “progression” of
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prose, suggests dimensions of appreciation which can get us out
of the fix of thinking, however implicitly, that it is sufficient to
examine whether or not a text is structured mainly negatively, by
"extrication from strict formal rules." Michelle Yeh suggests that
by the evolving standards of prose poetry as written by Taiwan
poets, one of the most famous classical Chinese prose pieces,
Tao Yuanming’s “Preface to the Tale of the Peach Blossom
Spring," might qualify for reclassification as a prose poem.
The prose-verse dichotomy is merely one possible axis of
appreciation, which in a given context may be more or less
useful in helping us to understand why a text is not “dull,
commonplace or wearisome."
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